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THE  NEED  FOR  A GOOD  VENEREAL  DISEASE  EDUCATION  PROGRAM  IN 
OUR  JUNIOR  AND  SENIOR  HIGH  SCHOOLS  IS  URGENT.  RECENT  STATIS- 
TICS INDICATE  A SHARP  RATE  INCREASE  OF  VENEREAL  DISEASE  IN  THIS 
AGE  GROUP.  YOUR  INTEREST  AND  DEDICATION  AS  A TEACHER  MAY  PRO- 
VIDE THE  IMPETUS  NECESSARY  FOR  VICTORY  IN  THE  CONTINUING  EF- 
FORT TO  ERADICATE  THESE  DISEASES. 


SYPHILIS, 

A Chain  of  Infection  in  Dauphi  n County 
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SYPHILIS  - A Chain  of  Infection  in  a Rural  Pennsylvania  Area,  by  A^e 
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V.D.: 

What  a Little  Soap  and 
Water  Can  Do 

For  the  first  time  since  World  War  II,  when 
venereal  disease  in  the  United  States  was  almost 
as  common  as  the  common  cold,  gonorrhea  has 
reached  epidemic  proportions  and  is  now  beyond 
the  control  of  public  health  officials.  The  case-rate 
increase  last  year  soared  by  16  per  cent.  And 
syphilis,  while  not  yet  out  of  control,  showed  a 
case-rate  increase  of  8 per  cent. 

The  burst  of  new  disease  indicates  that  present 
techniques  of  educating  the  public  and  discovering 
and  treating  the  infected  have  proved  inadequate. 
Health  officers  estimate  that  there  are  2.5  million 
cases  of  gonorrhea  in  the  United  States.  This  means 
that  perhaps  as  many  as  one  woman  in  10  who  is 
sexually  active— married  or  not  — harbors  the  gono- 
coccus, a bacterium  that  causes  gonorrhea.  Rates  are 
lower  for  males,  whose  symptoms  are  more  ob- 
servable and  therefore  more  likely  to  be  treated. 
The  syphilis  spirochete  goes  untreated  in  500,000 
Americans. 

In  the  face  of  this  overwhelming  burden  of 
venereal  disease,  some  experts  are  beginning  to 
examine  an  overlooked  technique  of  control;  soap 
and  water.  They  suggest  that  if  sexual  partners 
washed  or  douched  genital  areas  before  and  after 
contact  (at  least  after),  the  risk  of  infection  would 
go  down  drastically.  The  mechanical  action  of  wash- 
ing removes  some  of  the  germs  and  the  soapy  fluid 
kills  many  others. 

It  is  not  widely  recognized  that  neither  syphilis  nor 
gonorrhea  is  100  per  cent  infectious.  On  the  average, 
one  person  will  be  infected  out  of  every  five  who  have 
sexual  intercourse  with  a person  with  infectious 
syphilis.  For  gonorrhea,  the  figures  are  one  in  three 
for  sexual  contact  with  an  individual  with  an  acute 
case,  and  one  in  12  for  contact  with  a chronic  case, 
i.e.,  one  in  which  the  germs  are  not  profuse. 

These  data  suggest  to  an  increasing  number  of  ex- 
perts that  if  the  germs  can  be  depleted  before  and 
after  intercourse  by  washing,  the  likelihood  of  infec- 
tion would  decline  still  further.  Prompt  urination 
also  decreases  risk.  Nobody  expects  eradication  of 
V.D.  by  soap  and  water,  but  it  could  reduce  the  case 
load  to  permit  traditional  control  methods  to  take 
over. 

Up  to  now,  V.D.  control  has  concentrated  on 
finding  infected  cases  and  bringing  them  to  treat- 
ment. The  theory  was  that  since  penicillin  or  another 
antibiotic  can  cure  all  cases,  treatment  could  wipe 
out  the  disease.  It  has  not  happened. 

First,  despite  a massive  educational  campaign,  de- 
signed to  make  people  aware  of  the  symptoms  and  go 
for  penicillin  treatment,  the  infected  shy  away  from 
doctors  in  large  numbers.  Many  women,  in  whom  the 
symptoms  may  be  marginal,  do  not  realize  they  have 


the  disease.  The  reluctance  of  private  physicians  to  re- 
port cases,  despite  the  law  requiring  them  to  do  so, 
frustrates  follow-up  work  by  public  health  officers. 
Now  the  numbers  of  cases  of  gonorrhea  have  simply 
overwhelmed  the  health  departments  across  the 
country. 

The  causes  for  the  increases  have  only  been 
guessed  at.  One  may  be  a suspected  rise  in  sexual 
activity  with  many  different  partners,  heterosexual 
and  homosexual.  The  use  of  contraceptive  pills  by 
women  rather  than  condoms  by  men  has  also  in- 
creased the  possibility  of  infection.  Some  evidence 
suggests  that  the  hormones  in  the  pills  may  make 
female  genital  tissue  more  susceptible.  Preliminary 
data  indicate  that  contraceptive  gels,  now  giving  way 
to  the  pills,  have  the  potential  ability  to  kill  the 
germs.  With  less  use  of  gels,  there  could  be  more 
risk.  Finally,  the  gonorrhea  germ  has  become  pro- 
gressively resistant  to  penicillin;  cure  is  more  diffi- 
cult. This  is  not  true,  however,  of  the  syphilis  germ. 
Moot  Point 

Up  to  now,  almost  all  educational  materials— 
slogans,  poster  pamphlets  and  movies  — have  concen- 
trated on  two  themes:  Recognition  of  the  symptoms, 
to  motivate  individuals  to  go  for  treatment,  and 
avoidance  of  questionable  sexual  contacts,  a point 
made  repeatedly  in  literature  intended  for  teen-agers. 
With  such  a high  rate  of  gonorrhea  among  sexually 
active  women,  the  idea  of  “questionable  contact”  be- 
comes moot.  Appeals  to  morality  and  the  counseling 
of  abstinence  have  all  but  been  abandoned  except  for 
rehgious  hterature. 

Only  two  or  three  pamphlets  out  of  several  score 
collected  by  the  American  Social  Health  Association 
mention  washing  as  a potential  preventive.  Dr.  James 
McKenzie-Pollock,  A.S.H.A.’s  medical  director,  says: 
“We  have  overlooked  soap  and  water  as  a preventive 
measure.  In  World  War  II,  when  we  had  nothing,  no 
penicillin,  soap  and  water  among  the  troops  who  used 
it  did  result  in  substantial  protection  against  either  in- 
fection. We  should  go  back  to  it  for  civilian  popula- 
tions.” 

Dr.  McKenzie-Pollock  believes  that  washing  ac- 
counts for  the  extremely  low  gonorrhea  rate  in 
France,  the  land  of  the  bidet.  “I  would  like  to  see  the 
bidet  established  here,”  he  says,  “but  the  increasing 
use  of  feminine  genital  deodorants  may  work  against 
it.  The  spray  deodorants  do  nothing  but  cover  up 
odor.  They  do  not,  in  general,  kill  germs.” 

Why  hasn’t  washing  been  emphasized  before? 
In  general,  there  was  an  aversion  among  public  health 
officials  to  suggesting  preventive  measures  that  seemed 
to  give  approval  to  sexual  activity  or  that  suggested 
that  there  was  a way  of  engaging  in  non-marital  sexual 
activity  and  getting  away  without  infection.  In  the 
1970’s  that  hardly  looks  like  an  objection  anymore. 

EARL  UBELL 

Mr.  Ubell  is  science  editor  for  WCBS—TV  News, 
New  York. 


Copyrighted  1971  by  the  New  York  Times  Company.  Reprinted  by  permission. 
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